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ABSTRACr • . • , . • . ' 

(Isinq two complimentatrv ^data sets, the "National 
Longitudinal Study of the -Hiah fTchool cia^s of 1972 ancj the Stuiy- of 
Academic Prediction and Growth, ^-he onventi?nal i aterptetatiofi Df 
•educational plans as motives and thus determinants of educational 
attainment is questioned-, I*- was found that when questioned about 
their educational loans.: (1) a^? iriary aK''20 percent of youth'^URpiy 
extemporanequs responses: (2) another. 20 percent report goals of 
quite rszeViZ f or muiati orr, and (3> the , u.pmainder report, long-term ■ 
commitments (of at laast *wo *o f ive.-years) , The .last are, so ' 
long-standina as to make suspect the causal ordering used" in mos^' . 
models of adoles::ent att a:, ninert. That is, such plans are not propsi^iy 
considered as the products of high school experiences. It is al.=D 
docuneatad that sen: "^r ye^r measureS|,of educpt'ional goals are often v 
quite contaminated by pr^or knowledaa of one's 'actual prospects for 
collega. Finally, the analyses make' =uspect the assumption tha* '• •• 
educational plans reflect exclusively, or even primarily, underlying 
inotivatiDn or achievemen*- ori*^nt? + Von . This finding makes it^ 
• di.fficult to sustain the customary i^ terpre*^|tion of the - inf iuen tF. 
of' staiant "plans," (Author/MSF) 
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' Introductory statement 

The Center for Social' Organization of Schools has two primary " 
objectives: to develop a scientific knowledge of* how schools affect i 
their students, and to use this knowledge to develop better schoSI • ' 

' practices and organizfT^on. . * ' , 

The Center works ^hrorgh four progran}S to, achieve - its objectives. 
The Policy Studies in School Desegregation program applies the bas.ic 
theories of social organization of schools £^(> studj^ the internal con- 

^ ditions of desegregated schools. thVfeasibil ity of .alternative .desegre- 
gation polici^^, and the interrelation,,of school desegregation with other 

•equity issues, such as housing and job-desegregation, 1[he Sthbol Organiza- 
t1on program is currently cpncerned with authority-control structures, 
task structures, reward sys'tems,' an,d peer group processes in schools. 
It has produced a larqe-scale study of the e-J»ffects of oper> schools^ has 
develope^l^Student Te^(^^drning InstruCtionar*|)rocesses for teaching 



various subjects in elementary and secondary schools, and has pKodtijced 
a computerized system for schoo1*-wide attendance monitoring.^ The School 
Process ^nd Career Development program is' studying transitions from high 
school to post secondary in'.titutions and the role of schooling in the^ 
development of career plans and the actualization of labor market out- 
comes: The Studies in Del iquency^an d School Envirjonments program is 
-examining the interaction of school environments, school experiences, 
; and individual characteristics in relation to in-school and Tater-life 
deliquency, ( • 

This report, prepared by the School Process and Career Development 
Program, questions the conventional interp, etation of educational plans 
as d'^termiriants of educational attainment. 

. .4 r . 
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Employing- two complementary data sets, the National Longitudinal Study of 
the High School CUss of 1972 and the .Study of Academic Prediction and Growth, 
we question the conventional interpretation of educational plans as motives, . 
and thereby determinants of educational attainment. We find that when ; 

« • . ■* * 

questioned about their educational plans: (1) perhaps as many as 20 percent of . 

youth supply extemporaneous responses; (2) another 20 percent jejort goals of- - 

quite recent forimjl'ation; and (3) the remainder report long term- commitments (at 

least) 2-5 yearsj). The last are so' longstanding as to make s(jspect the causal 

ordering employed in most models of adolescent attainment. That i.s, such "plans 

are not properly considered as the products of high schooTexpen-ences. We also 

document that senior year measures of educational goals often are qu.te contami- 

1 . • ^ 

nated by prior knowledge of one's actual prospects for college. Finally, our 

/ \ • , 

aniplyses make suspect the assumptions, first, that educat^"'jnal 'plans are .homogeneous 
in their, information across' students and d«ssess,ments and, second, that they reflect 
exclusively, or even primarily, underlying motivation or achievement orientation. 
Without these assumptions, it is ^difficult to sustain the customary' interpretati'on 
of plan^' "influences." ' ' ' 
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Thp' Motivational- Relevance oT Educational Plans: <t ■ 

\ ' Questioning .tile Conventional ,'isdom . 

♦ . . / 

■ The relevance of motivations fdr attainments has been a longstanding 
interest amon'^ social-psychologically orien^ted students of stratification.,*" 
(Crockeft, 1962, I9665 Lipsut and Bendix, 1959; Simpson, 1962) . In recent. " 
j/ears, the work of Sewell. and .his various colleagues (SewelT, Haller and* 
Ohlendorf,'' 1970;")Sewell,, Haller and' Portes, 1969; Sewell and Hauser, 1975f^ 
has afforded a cogeirt organization of these concerns'. , Within their vframework 
(the so-called "Wisconsin" moc^el), goal-orien-tations, specifically educational ^ 
•plans and occupational aspirations, constitute important resources, for status^- - 
attainment, and numerous studies I'iiave demonstrated their potency, bjqth as raedi- 
ators of the influences of background characteristics and prior educational * 

experiences and as independent determinants of attainment outcomes (fqr rele- % 

■ >s 

vant comments and review, see Kerckhoffy 1976; Shea, 19^6; Spenner and F^atherman, 
1978). Such. research has amassed- impressive evidence for the imfwrtande of 
goal -orientations in status attainment. • ' ' 

As plausible as tl?ese conclusions might seem, h^owever, there is good Vea son 
not to accept them uncritically, for these evaluations of the.'attainment fele- 
vance|^f motives actually are distressingly crude. Typically, the predictability 
of outcomes (e.g., educational level) from cfecUred intei^^lons (e. g. , , education-al 
plans) is'v interpreted, net-of other pertinent variables, as "the extgnt to which 
.goals impA^'One toward^ attainments. * ^ 

Clearly,' however, expressions of intent or expectation;'miqht be dictated 
by many considerations, and in the extreme case might bear little retat-tonship 
to students' underlying ambitions (Kerckhoff, 1976). Tlie^ could, for example. 



be bufvague preferences, flights of fancy conjurred oh the spur of the 
moment, merely reports of a foregone conclusion known prafctica'lly since birth, 
or realistic appraisals of the likely course of events. The last of these 
might be especially likely when expectations are measured, as is, quite common, 
close to some -important educationa.l transition,, as >n the senior year of high 
school. As informed observers of the circums,tances in which they find tbem- 

"s.elves, youth by f^is time appreciate reasonably well their actual prospects 
for coll e^ attendance '(Kerckhoff, 1977). However .useful their being able to 
forecast their educational and labor market fortunes might be, -the fprecast • 

* itself might bear little more responsibility for; what eventOates than does the 
meteorologist's anticipation of fair or foul weather. \ 

'"^Even the besi of status attainment research is. suspect along^^these Tines. 
Consider, for example, Duncan,'- Featberman and Duncan's (1972) chapt;er on 

. "Aspiration^- and Motives. " Tt is commendable that they at least acknowledge 
these difficulties^ with plans information, being one of the few studies in 
this literature to. do ^Of but their own empirical exercises hardly improve 
upon- what they id^wti-^ elsewhere as "naive analysis" (P. 14^). , Although their 
models distinguish'. tl>«^ conceptual ly interesting, but unobserved, variable, ^ 
"motivati,on" from 'the data on jDlans and aspirations that are used to index it, 

what might not be apparent in the complexity of their analysis is that their 

- 1 

' . ■ ■ « 

conclusions about motives actually are conclusions about plans and aspirations, 

but in another .guise (Burt, 1973). Their procedurts assume that motives\are 

the primary determinants of plans. If thfs is mistaken, so too; are their \sub- 

stantive conclusions, in this light, tne "olusiveness" of their pursuit tcikes 

on a somewhat different cjfnnotation (Duncan, Featherman aad Duncan, 1972: 163): 



"Perhaps enough has been said to suggest that there is 
no intention here of making a contribution to the theory of / 

. ' motivation. The much more modfest goal of making some | 

• - • ■ ' - . ' • • . . /■ 

( pleusihle assessment of how- motivation may influence achieve- , 

■ ^ • ' , • . ' . - . 

ment is elusive enough." / 

■ ■ ' . ' ■ / 

• , /, 

^ Their modeling ex.ercises actually are heavily laden with theory, if only 

implicitl;^- so. Since the'data themsel^ves won't reveaT whether it" /is "mo'tiva- 



^• tion""that infViences, achievement in theiVanalysr^, it is uhclea;^ exactly how 
even -Jihfrir "modest" goal /^aft be -accomplished, (jr cer:,tainly its sjdiccess asse^^ed, 
without a morfi secure Grounding in the sort of conceptual clari/ication that 
they foreswear (Duncan, Featherman and Duncan, 106-7). What,' /(hen, are the 
other possibilities that migh^Tbe refljected in "^.tatoments of ^students plans? 

'We actually have very- 1 ittle guidance from the available theoretical .literature, 

' " ' ' ' ' /'' ^ 

but Several pertinent themes Can be ciiWed from a widely' scattered material on 

vocational development and career aspirations. These all stand apart from the 

) ' . • . ' . " • 

conventional interpretation of plans as motives. 

i ■ 

In evaluating the likelihood that the nursing students they studied would- 

• * . ' • • 

- actually complete their program of study,. Katz and Martin (1962) found that 
those who had decided upon. this career at a young age (before 16) and had thought 
se)^ously about it even earlier (before age 10) ha'd a much higher success rfete 

. than those who came upon their "commitment" much later. They suggest that 

• i 

• • 4 

longstanding plans, grounded in a history of relevant socialization, may be 
fundamentally different from similar expressions with i^ar less, secure founda- 
tions, with the former reflecting a subjective' career commitment and the latter 
being but situatiorially specific and thus highly volatile. Accepting this dis- 
tinctioa» It is but a short step to the possibility that many youth may- be 
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lacking in intention's of eithlfer sort. Again," there are suggestions in the . 
'literat;ure to this effect. ^" ' ., ' /• ' 

M^:h vocational development research, for example,' indicates that the ^ ' 
occupational aspiratibn^-Df high school seniors are prone to be unrealistic 
and fantasy-based (Gribbons and Lohnes, 1968). On the basis of such evidence,. 
Jordaan (1974) has concluded that barely half the .research piopulation of^the / 
well-known Carefer Development Study even were engaging in,- much less atcomplish- • 
ing, age appropriate developmental tasks of ..the sort "anticipated in theories of 
vocational development. 'Similarly, Hilton found (1971:42) that as many as 
twenty-five percent of eleventh graders from. the FJS project used 'in this re- 
port h ad not even seriously considered, their vocational careers ./ . . 

It also has been suggested, as a final consideration, that some, ambitions 

might as readi'ly be the consequence:^ of career outcomes as their precursors.. 

.Robert^ (1968) has argued this perspective forcefully. Rejecting the ^traditional 

emphasis on motivations in the career development literature, .he concludes that 

"Ambitions are anticipations of the direction that careers are going to take. 

They ajre products of occupations that individual Sc^are in the ^rocess of entering 

'•, th er than determinants of the patt ern s t-hat careers take (our emphasis)." In 

his perspective, aspirations are nothing more than the ^subjective representation 

of the opportunity structure that dictates ^he course youths' tareers'will follow. 

These perspectives on dareer intentions may also apply to educational plans. 
.' .. ' ■ - 

Longstanding plans may ref lect-greater comm.itment and motivation than those of 

shorter duration, although even here tlie "pUns as motives" interpretat,ion is- 

not entirely secure. For example, students who" have eXpecteci to go to college 

since ea^ly in their„ academic. careers may "simply be reflecting the realities of 

their favored socioeconomic .circumstances rather than any internalized drive toward 



high atta-inments. Th^s necessary caveat aside, however, attributing motivational 
relevance to longstanding "plans probably, is, at least in general, more reasonable 
th^ doing so-to all plans indiscriminately or to intentions which have yet to'^ 

stand 'the test of time. , . " • 

' ' ■ \ '' ' ' * 

. 'The extent of prior knowledge regarding the likely course of events dflso 

- ' . 

may be relevant to the meaning of "plans," in this instance distinguishing siipply. 
factual \reports from indicators of underlying di.spositions. This particular un- 
easiness regarding data on educational expectations at least has been acknowledged 
in the subst'an'tive literature (Alexander, Eckland anjI^Griff in, 1975), but its 

impl icati'ons have yet to be fully developed. f. 

■ < ' " ■ ■ _ 

f ^ ' ' 

Einally, here too we perhaps need be more sensitive to the ways in which 

our procedures structure what our research seems to reveal about the world. In 

/ • - 

— \ . 

asking about educational or occupational plans and.receivii;)? responses within the 

framework provided, we run the' risk of attributing much great^r'signif icance to 

those answers than they hold for the respondents themsel ves^The career. develop- 

ment '1 iterature cited earlier indicates that many youth, even as late as 'the senior 

year of high schorf*!, are woefully ignorant of the world of work- and have reflected 

' ' ■( . ^ . ■• 

but sparingly, if at all, .on their long-term academic and career interests. 

Answers given merely to fulfill the impl icit social contract of the l-esearch 

situation could well be virtually devoid of meaningful content, but mistakenly 

would be accorded motivational relevance commensurate to that of even the most' 

longstanding ^nd intense ambitions. 

. The stated intentions uf any pai'ticular student could, of course, be determined 

exclusively by any one of these possibilities, by some combination of all of them, 

or even by some other considerations altogether, for this is by no means an exhaiis- 

tive accounting. Each, however, at least Is plausible and, unfortunately^ not 



distinguishable from the others on the basis of the simple responses elicited 

) 

in tha.typicctl survey research situation. The'analyses th^t follow admittedly 

„ . , ■ ' / 

are far from-concl'usive, yet in our estimation' they at least make suspect the 

assumptions implicit in most applications of such plans data: 

■ «■ .• , 

1. That plans reflact exclusively, -or even primarily, motivational 

■ • ^ • 

dispositions or achievement orientations; 

I' - / ■ ' ■ 

2. J^hat they do so similarly across all students; 

•3. that they do sb similarly^ thnoughocit-the^- school years.* 



' . METHOD ,.■ . , 

Two data .sets are- used in these' analyses. The Educational Testing Service's 
Academic Growth Study (ETS). provides information on edu'cational plans measured 
in the seventh, ninth, eleventh and twelfth Trades and college appl ication, and 
admissions statuses' ^t the t»ime of the_ senior year survey. The National Longi- 

. tudinal Study of the High School Class of 1972 (NLS) has available comparable 
senior year data, as well' as actual college enrollment information up^to three 

'years after high school graduation. Thus, tfiese two data sets complement one 
another, with l.,v, ETS file providing pre-senior year data and the NLS project 
including u valuable post-high school follow-up. " 1 

The NLS Data Set /! 

^ The National Longitudinal Study (NLS) of the High School Class of 1972 is 
an on-going project sponsored by. the National Center for Eduratic 'Statistics. 
Tlje present report uses base-year and first- and second-wave follow-up data from 
th(j NLo. . ^ ■ ' V • 
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The NLS employed a twb-stage probability sample with schools as first stage 
sampling units and stydents as second stage units. A maximum of eighteen students, 
randomly selected, was surveyed within each school. The base-year questionnaire 
and a 69-mip'ute test battery were administered in the spring of 1972 to 
16,683 seniors who wgre enrolled in 1 ,070. publ ic, private and church affiliated 

♦ 

secondary schools throughout thetinited States. Schools that were located in low 
income areas or t-hat had a high proportion o.f minority student enrollment were 
sampled^at approximately twite the normal sampTing rate in ot;der to obtain an 
adequite representation of minority students. 

The first follow-up survey waS conducted between October ,.1973 and. April 
1974, Of the seniors who had participated in the base-year survey, 94 percent 
completed the first fallow-up questionnaire. A second follow-up was conducted 

'■ 3 ^ " 

in the fall of ly4 with a .similarly hi-sih success rate. The sample used 'in this 
report is Ijmited to black ayd white respondents, with our maximum effective 
ease. base being approximately, 14,500. The differing safnpl ^ sizes reported in 
our tables reflect attrition due t'o missing data on the items used in particular 

analyses, with the educational' plans variable itself being a major cause of such 

( •■' 

case loss. .• . , • ' * . 

^ i 

Ed ucational Att ainment is measured as a dichotomy reflecting whether or not 
the .r^espondent attended a two or four year coll'bge or university, full- or part- 
.time, at any time during the perfod covered by tje two-follow-up surveys, (through 
October of 1974),^ , * 

Educational Plans is measured with an itdm from the senior year survey asking 
the h'ighest level of education the respondent planned to obtain. The six response 
options (ranejing from "les,s than high school graduat^ion" to "go to ,a graduate or 
professional school 6fter college") were collapsed to parallel the "college" - "no. 

V 

/ 




V,. ■> .\ ^ 

college" dichotomy of the attainment measure. Although this coding does not' 
exploit the full range of information availably in tne original item, ^such a - 
dichotop-iy is convenient for cross-tabular comp.arisons and "it corresponds ^.o^ 
the coding of our attairm'iiit criterion. ' ' . • ' 

Duration of Plans is measi^red retrospective'iV from a single iteirl in the \^ 

^ " " N 

senior questionnaire worded as follows: "When did you first decide .whether 



you would go to college or not?" The five response /options available we?^e com- / 

binea into four for analysis: 1) b^^fore the 10th grade; 2) in the 10th or 11th 

grade; 3) in thel2th grade; 4) still undecided. Many, students responded "un- 

decided" here but nevertheless provided a codable response onvthe plans. . item . - 

itself (for which there was no "undecided" option). We later will separate ou(t 

this grojp as one who.se "educational expectations" m^V h'ave -1 ittle Substantive 

import, • 

Senior Year Application an d Accepta nce Stat uses also were measured wjth 

items from the base-year survey.. The first |6sl<ea "Have you applied for^dtnis-- 

sion to any college or''uni versi ty?" ; the second, "Have you been accepted by any 

coll^ege or uni versi-ty?"; Response options again were dichotomized, here to 

refl/Lct,"yes" (coded 1) and "no" (coded 0) distinctions. Additionally, many 

respondents were directed around this entire series of items based" on an earl i'er 

routing question regarding their anticipated primary time commitment in the year 

after' leaving.„h4gh school. Students directed around the section on postsecondary 

schooling were assumed not to have applied to college and hence were assigned scores 

' ■ ■ I, 

of zero on ttiese measures' of application cind acceptance status. 

[■Our cross-tabular analyses focus-^on the variables just described. We also 
report ^some regression a,nalyses which include a^^ell the following measures,' 
all obtained from the senior survey "unless not^d^therwi se: 
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Raca., with blacks coded "1" a:;d whites "0"; • * ) 

i 



Mothe^^s a n d F a ther's Educatio n, scaled in years; 



' Ea 4:he>^Js Occupati on, secured in, the metric of -Duncan's SEI; 
' ■ Acquisition Irxlex , the simple sum of 10 household possessions^; ,* 
Sex* with women coded "l,"-and men "0" ' . - ' 

Ap titude ; af summated, compd^sjte of st^^^rd scores from four of the 

'^ix subtests '^'l^ ^^LS test battery; . ' ''^.'^ 
Curricul'um Enr ollment, 'scorfed. as a "col lege, preparatory" ("1") — 

"non-college_pr'eparatory" ("0") dichotomy . ' 
w-^th information from school records when 
" ""^ • • ' available, otherwise from student reports., - 

Most .of these'' 'variables are descko&ed more completely in, Thomas, Aj^exander and • 
Eckland (1979). ' ' . " ' . - 

The ETS Data Set, ' ' ' ° ♦ . 

The data employed nare are from a sgbset of the sample included in the Study 
of Academic P^ediction and 'Growth conducted by the Educational' Testing Service . 
(see Alexander, Cook, jind .McDill, 1978; and. Hilton, J971 , for^a description of ^' ' 

the sampling procedures). Students included in the present analysjs come from ^ 
ten comprehensive (as opposed to voc'atioa^l) high schools' in three large url^an 
school districts across the United States where they were seniors in\19&-1969. 
The ETS design entailed a 'series- of repeated cr.o-Gs-sectional surveys ofVfifth, 
seventh, ninth., eleventh, and twelfth graders in alternate yoars from 1961 through. 
1969, Those students present across waves of data collection G*h he studiec^ as 
/ panel. At different points in the analysis we will employ portions of (1) the ' 
seventh through twelfth grade panel; ^2) the eleventh through twelfth yrade panel; • 
and (3) the twelfth grade cross-sectional sample. Again, students witrt ■.missing 



data on var^iables required for a pantipular analy'scis are excluded from that 

• ■• \ . ^ 

analysis. ' ^ , • 

Educational Plans in the seventh, ninth, and eleventh grades were obtained 

from questionnaires administered in the falls of 1963, 1965, and 1967, respec- 

tivel^'. Senior year plans were obtained ei.ther in January or February of 1969. . 

Seventh and ninth grade plans were coded intd three categories: college; nori- 

• •/V ' ' 

college; undecided. An "undecided" .option was not available to students on the " 
junior and seniorwear instruments (l=col lege;' 0=uthei^) . FoV- students present . 
in all four waves , of data col 1 ection a measure -of the Duration of their educa- 

tional goals' was constructed, working •backwar'ds from the twelfth grade: (4) 

' f ■ , 

students who gave the same response (either college or non-':ollege gbals) in 
^11 four waves {7th, 9tL 11th, and 12th grades); (.3) those whose responses in 
the Ust three waves were consistent but different from that given in the 'seventh 
grade; (2) those wfjose junior cmd senior goa'ls agreed but were different from 
^those- held in the ninth grade; and (1) those whose plaps in the sen"ior*and junior 
years differed. The "undecided" option in the seventh and ninth grades wa^ con- 
sidered inconsistent with either college or non-college goals. Students with 
missing data'on any of the educational, plan^ questions were not assigned' duration 
values. 

. Appi i cation and Accept ance S tatuses in the twelfth grade are. dichotomous 
variables Constructed from a singlp item on the senior questionnaire: "What is 
the "present status of your plans?" Students were asked to respond to this item 
only if they plannei to attend college. 'Three response options were available: 
(1) I have 'been accepted by at least one college; (2) I have applied for admission 
but hav? not as yet been accept-ci by a collene; (3) I have not as yet applied for 
ac*mi.ssion. A student received a "1" on application status if s/he answered either 




\ "2" or to this itefh, ptherwise (a-score of IJpPf^ non-response), s/he received 
"a zero* Sinilarly, a student was scored as having 'H^' on acceptance status only 



if s/he responded "V on the ^' tern, otiierwis^ a value of zero was assigned, 
Additional variables e^iiployed in regressions are: ' ' 

Mother and Father ' s -.Cdupati on , scaled in years; 

r * » • 

Father's Occupation , coded i^to the SEI metric from an Edwards type census 

' ^' ^classif icat)ion; ^ 

Acquisition Index , the total number of rooms i<i the respondent's home; * ^ 

'\ ■ . . 
Race^, with Slacks coded ''V'^'and nonrblacks "0"; • ^ 

Sex,' with women coded "1" and men "0"; 

Aptitude , composite score.. on ETS' /SchpoT^'and College Abi 1 ities -Test battery, 

^adml^nistered cjuring the junior year of high school; ^ 
Cu rriculum , obtained from .student reports , with "college preparatory".' coded 

."1" ,and all 'otheV- tracks "O.'- ' ' - 

' ' -J ' . 

», 

N, ■ 

, ^ ■. RESULTS 

. i' ■ ' • ^ 

The ETS arid. NLS senior year surveys both included items as-king whether the 
respondent had yet applied to any college and, if so, whether s/he had yet been 
".accepted* ^ince the N*LS fieldwork was donducted later in the academic year than 
was that for th^ ETS pra.ject (April , May and June as opposed to January and Feb- 
ruary), it should not be surprising tiiat higher percentages of NLS respondents 
replied positi vely „tu both. These figures are presented in Table 1. Overall, 
some 47 percent-Of the NLS respondents tiad apptie.d ,to college by the time of 
the senior year survey, and ^1 percent had already been accepted. The cor- 
responding ETS percentages, thouq^] lower, also are far from neqligibh?.. 
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f 

ff.r r- Table 1 About Here -'-J ^. 

. ' / . 

Even more impressive are the figures for the college-oriented students in 

0* 

these two samples. About sixty-two and sixty-six percent of the NLS and ETS 
students respectively indicated that they planned to attend college. Of these 
NLS students, some 73 percent had already applied and 64 percent already been 
accepted! Again, the ETS figure^ are lower/ but still appreciable. Without 
doubt, of course, many students apply^to and, as a consequence, are ai^cepted 
into college because? they are fiighly motivated to'do so, but for rnany others 
such reported expectations may sierely be» statements of fact". With only the re- 
ports themselves* available, these two meanings cannot be distinguished. Hence, 
we have here another demonstration -that such reports may reflect simply -eith^i^ 
realism or resignation rather than ambit'ion (Kerckhoff, 1977). • . r' 

■ The ETS and NLS data also al'low us to consider whether longstanding educa- 
tional intentions differ in important respects^from those of shorter duratibn. 
.The literature on career aspirations reviewed earlier suggests that" longstanding 
goals may reflect greater commitment and hence have greater motivational relevance. 

. — Table 2 About Here — . • 

Table 2 identifies when students' educational plans crystallized over their " '' 
school careers. ,,In the NLS„survey these data on the durati'on of plans are measured 
retrospectively, while in the ETS ^project -they are determined directly from re- 

peated survey administratiorT^ At least in this instance, then, the latt.er 

' 4 \ 

probably should be accorded greater credence. 

For most students, educational intentions are ilideed longstanding. For some ' 
forty percent of the NLS respondents, these extend" back pri^f to the tenth grade_^. 
In the ETS data just over half the respondents are found to have held their plans 
since the seventh grade. A' somewhat different mode of presentation suggests the • 
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) .. .. 

gejieral correspondence between these distributions. If the NLS figures are re- 
calculated for only those who provided substantive responses (that is, excluding 
the 2646 "unfiecideds") , and categories are combined so that the grad& comparisons 
are'the same, we find that twenty-four percent of the NLS youth c'laim to have ' • 
.come upon their college plans during the twelfth grade, whije seventy-seven Rer- " ' 
cent did so earlier. In the.ETS data the corresponding percentages are "twenty 
and eighty. ' ^ ' - 

Thus, both data sources are in agreement that the educational intentions of 
most youth firm up before the senior year, of high "school, and in many,' instances 
well before. On the- oth^r hand, a minority of youth do not conclude their educa- 
tional planning much befiore the end of high school forces it upon thom. the - ' 
NLS data, in fact, suggest that even at this late date a good many students re- 
main uncertain regarding their educational futures 

It thus becomes important to know whether college intentions so different in 
this regard also differ in their empirical character. If the concerns developed 
earlier regardijig the possible diversity of meanings reflected in stated plans 
are at all warranted, then we would expect plans of longer duration to b- more 

9 <y ^ V 0 S 3 1 IT16Cj at their enactment and to eventual • attainment 

levels. We also suspect that the'educationa^ goals reported by students who on 
an earlier item' i ndi cated they were uncertain regarding their inteutions are especillly 
Tacking in substantive meaning. Hence, these should have littie bearing on attain- 
ment's. Table's arfd 4 test out these possibilities, first through cross-tabular ' 
analysis and then in a regression framework.^ 

-- Table 3 About Here •- 
Tabl^ 3 reports tKe percentanes of students havinq applied to collene, having been 
accepted into college, and actually hkyinq attended college, cl assi tir.^d /cording 
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to their senior '^ear p'ans and the longev^ity of those plans. Aside from i-he' 
generally higher percentages for the NLS comparisons, which are anticipated 
owing to that project's later fieldwork, the ETS and NLS patterns again "are 
quite similar. Both reveal a marked decrease in the percentages of college 
oriented students who undertake to gain admission, successful ly'So io, and. 
In the NLS, actually attend college as we progress from longstanding plans to 
those of more recent origin. While a" decision not to at tend college appears 
to be fairly binding regardless of the timing of that decision, the same can- ' ■ 
hardly be said of the decision to atlend. 

t ■ ' " " " — " 

I 

The' last row of Table 3, for example, suggests that the influence of 
"olans" on attainments differs markedly depending upon what "kinds" of plans 

1 

are ct issue. Longstanding gpals for'collfege are quite likely to be trans- 
Idted into actual attendance. 'On the other han(j, more recently formulated 
plans fare consWerably pyorer in forecasting college attendance, perhaps- 
surprisingly so ^ince they ar^ developed nearer to this transition. In fact, 
there is almost a thirty percentage po^'nt difference in 'college attendance com- 
paring twelfth grade cpllege pUrmers with students who have intended to go to 
college since before the tenth grade. Thus, students 'whose judgements are 

swayed by short-term situational cues appear to be both less strongly wedded . 

♦ < 

to their educational goals and less adept in interpreting the circum-itances 
that bear upon them. ' , " 

Finally, data from youth who answered on one question that they still were 
uncertain regarding their college plans but , who nevertheless responded to a secor^d 
regarding their educational expectation, are especial ly lacking in predictive power. 
Of these students who indicated it was their intention to go to college,^ fewer 
than half actually do so at any time during the first three, years after high 
school graduation. This js almost twenty percentage points less than for any 



other group of "college, pi an;iers.i;_* These are substantial differences, and ones 

which would be complet^y unrecognized in* conventional analyses of students' * 

7 ' ^ ' ■< • 

' plans/ ^ 

• -- Table 4 About Here — " > 

A quite similar pattern is obtained when plans are considered'within a 
regres^on framework o( the sort common to status attainment research. Here "' 
we use only the NLS data, since the ET5 project provided no information on the . 
* 'post-high school educational experiences of ^its sample. These results are pre- 
sented ii Table 4, the first panel of which pertains to the full sample. Under 
other circumstances, thi^ first analysis well might have been presented for its 
substantive implications, ^and these seemingly provide strong support for the im- 
portance ofimotives for attainments The ,equatio)\ includes' measures of students' 
socioeconomic origins, race, sex, academic aptitiKJe, curriculum placement and, 
lastly, educational plans as predictor^s of collie attendance, not unlike many 
studies in this tracfttion. In this first estimation, the standardized plans 
coefficient^ is more than twice that of its nearest rival, curriculum-membership 

(parallel equations for application and acceptance statuses for both the NLS and 

^ 

ETS respondents were estimated but are not presented. "Rhese, in general, corres- 
pond quite closely throughout to^yie resul ts ' for. actual attendance). 

I 

The results for youth with longstanding plans (i.e:, the second and third 
panels) parallel those for' the full sample. If anything, in fact, college goals 
actually are more valuable resources for these groups (compare metric coefficients) 
For senior year planners, however, plans are a good bit less cpn'sequential . For 
I example, intending to go to 'college increases the likelihood of actually doing so 
by only .42 when that intention] is come upon during the last year of high school, 
'compared to .63 when it is formulated prior to tM tenth grade. ^ Finally, 
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attainments arel^even less responsive to goals for those students whose goals 
have a rather ephemeral character. For these youth, college plans increase the 
probability of attendance by only .24, and' their singular importance is hardly 
as impressive as "in the ot>her comparisons. Thus, our concliisions regarding both 
the> relat-fve and absolute importance^of motives for educational attainment would 
differ notably across these various student groups, whiph ordinarily would be 
treated as homogeneous. . , 

Although 'conventional procedures for assessing goals sometimes may be. 
adequate, these results suggest that they are most likely to be so for students 
whose plans firmed up relatively early in ttieir academic careers. In th.is cas«, 
^hough,^ it would be quite mistaken -to study educational goal^s as^an outcotife of 
high school, as typically is done. On the other hand, tor' stud^ts , whose plans 
are formulated much, closer to the^ternination of high school, stated' intentions 
appear to load on many considerations, most of whi^n are far removed from the 
researcher's intent. While in these in.sta'nces it might* make sense to relate such 
expressions to scnool experiences, we then encounter Substantial problems of 
.interpretation, for we clearly are at risk in assuming that such data reflect 
only, or even mainly, achievement dispositions with motivational relevance. 
Although none of this strikes us, in retros'pect 'ot least, as especially sur- 
prising, it nevertheless has rather sobering implications, for' in practice we 
have no idea how these patterns are represented in our data and, therefore, how 
to properly interpret our results. . • ' 

\ 

* t ■ 

DISCUSS'IoT" 

The preceding analyses imply, we believe, some rather serious deficiencies 
in conventional practices "for evaluating social -psychological contributions to 
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educational and socioeconomic attainm^ints. By implication, they as welTmake 
suspect the conventional wisdom supposedly sustained by those practices. Al- 
though these concerns apply most , ir.mediately to school process modeling in the 
tradition of that first advanced by Sewell and' his colleagues (Sewell, Haller 
and Portes, 1969; Sewell, Haller and Ohlendorf, 1970; Sewell and'Hauser,- 1975), 
they hardly are limited to this literature. Woelfel and Haller, for example, 
provide impressive claims for the_ virtues of educational and occupational aspir- 
ations as dependent measures in research on attitude forn\ati on (1971 :77): 

"Levels of educational and occupational aspirations are 
virtually ideal attitudes for this research, since they are 
relatively stable, long range, important to the individual 



who hol,ds them, virtually universal to the subject popula- 

t 

tion (high school students), and both are^easily 

'I ^ . • 

measurable with instrument^of known validity and relia- 

bility." 

\ 

Each of these assertions, however, is rendered suspect by our findings. 
The plans of many students actually are quite unstable; for others they are 

I 

seemingly- nonexistant, or; at least nqt sufficiently formulated to be elicited 
adequately through conventional survey items. 

Once stated, these reservations regarding the naive use and interpretation 
of plans data hardl^ seem profound-, in fac* they border* on being self-evident. 
How, then, could these deficiencies of procedure and/or conceptualization have 
gone unquestioned for . so long? We' suspect that se^^l factors have contributed 
to this circumstance. 

The initial Wisconsin formulation of -such social -psychological mechanisms 
of educational and occupational^ attainment afforded an elegant integration' of 
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longstanding sociological concerns with ;Stru(^tural , interpersonal 9nd subjective 
influences in the schooling procjess, ' This waSs nothing short of a theoretical tour 
de force-,|disarmingly simple yet remarkably encompassing. - Unfortunately, how- 
ever, the concepts of the framework did not receive the same thorough attention' 

■. V • ' 

as di^ the relations'hips among thei/i, and emp'.'ical assessments of the perspec- 



tive often have been tediously operertional isti.o,- - ' ^ 

VV • ■ . • ' 

cdyr3«,_is hardf^ peculiar to status attainment research.* "To the 

* ' , " i 

Contrary, this 1 iterature 'has been uncommonly se^f-reflective and self-corrective. 
Nevertheless,' two 'consider^itions probably have* combined to deflect attention frwn 
the sort of concerns raised 4^ this r^por,t. First, the conclusions from this 
1 iterature 'have been, entirely plausible and consistent with expectations, results 

hardly likely to occasion, excessive i'ntro^peftion.',. Second, there is no readily. 

o. ■ <^ ... 

available schema that^iinght be drawn u^on to refine either conceptualization or 

instrumentation. ^ ■ • * ^ ' . -r^^ 

■ • ■ . ■ » ' 

Regarding conceptualization, Mischel (1973:275) has- characterized the dearth 

of theoretical insight on such matte.rs in personality psychology as '-follows: ' 

V . • ■ — ■ ■ 

• ' * "Although self-instructions and intention statements are' ' ^ ♦ • 

• likely to be essentia^componepts of an individual's plans... ' 

at present these 'topics provide the largest void anct. the 

greatest challenge in personality psychology."/ 

In the' absence of an explicit conceptualization of the nature of plans and 

- , ■ \ 

of their role in ihe organization of behavior, it is r>et at all surprising that 
survey research on these and related constructs (intentions, motives, ambition, 
etc.) should resort to crude indicators. While such practices aire, we believe, 
entirely defensible ort pragm: tic grounds, accepting .their necessity does not # 
imply license to ignore their Implications. ^ 



In perhaps/the most thorough theoretical treatment of plans current;,ly 

available. Miller, Galanter and Prflprafh (19^0) cHaracterize plans hYoadl> as" 

"a rough sketch of some course, of action." Plans>, they argue, 'are analogous. 

to computer, programs, in that they specify 'a behavioral algorithm.'. This imagery 

immediately suggests some of the complexities that deserve attention in research ' 

on the relevance of plans for educational and soci economic' attainments.. * Is, for 

examqjle, the plan at issue even, in the respondent's repertoire of. plans? We' 

■ • * . • ' ' ' , 

typically assume so (see the quote from Woelfel and Haller)., but perhaps -greater 

caution IS in order. .Even^^f the student possess^ a- relevant plan is s/he, 
executing it? An-tinexecuted plan, even if remarkably adept in its conception^ 
is by definition ineffectual. Moreover, the plan itself reveals little regard- 
ing the values- and motives that might gpvern either its execution or it'st priority 
among compvit'ing plans. While it is beyond the scope of cfie present effort to 
■provide a comprphen^tve- organization of ^uch constructs, it should by now be 
ot)vidus how much is blurred over in using single statements of educ'ational intent 
as though they reve<Lled not only plan, motive and value, but also their cognitive 
organization. 



WeJ3,ope ti*lat the reservations developed in this report regarding available 




late further 'thought and study, for the ^issues themselves are critically important 



and deserving of the most rigorous assessment possible. Although the fine-detalil ^ 
of what'such an assessment might Ir-"' . remains to be worked out, we'thihk '. 
U clear that it will hav^ to draw ^, . much richer information on. students' 

Intentions and ambition and attempt a much more elaborate conceptual organization 

( ■ 

of those data; The e;<istinq 1 Ueraturo. is deficient on both these couwts. 



' . . FOOTNOTES 

1. Tl|is figure is abojt.the 6xtent of item non-nesponse typically obtained 
in surveys of students' occupational plans/goals — usually on the order of 
twenty to thirty percent. Although such students ordinarily are set aside as 
missing data cases., j*t may well be that their r^n-responses mean'inyfuVly re- 
fleet their level of career planning. -'3 

. ■* " 

2. I'n prelknnary analyses we also considered fun^time attendance as an 

J 

alternative criterion, but the results for it were practically identical to 
those reported for "any attendance," and hence are not included in the tables 
that follow. ' f \ 

\ 

3,. These figures, impressive as they are, likely underestimate the number of 
students who are well informed regarding the likelihood that they will go to 
college in that w- have no information on the rejections received by students 
who have^ppl ied. ' 

4. Of course., these NLS and ETS data differ in many respects and exact cor- 
respondance is hardly -to be expected. In addition to differences in sampling 
procedures and the cohorts represented, the N^S dat.i are likely subject to 
substantial, errors of recall, while the successive reports of pians from which 
the ETS item was constructed probably are differentially reliable. Additionally, 
grade-referents are not identical and the NLS youth had available an "unde- 
cided"' option in the duration question. 

/ 

5. Scajing plans simply according to their duration hardly exhausts all that 
might be of interest in the patterning of students' answers to such questions 



across their academic careers. In fact, any one of our "duration" categories 
/Hkely subsumes important differences in how students came upon their specific 
/intentions. Our presen| concerns, however, do not require that we assess all 

possible' response patterns, however worthwhile such an exercise might be for, 

/ 

other purposes. Since our categories are themselves likely quite heterogeneous 
in the meaning of the plans each subsumes, the differences they do reveal 

'. probubTy underestimate .the conceptual ambiguities in such "rntentions data. 
This suits our present purposes quite adequat ' /, . -n though it clearly is- 

jjiot all that could be done on tne matter. 

*• ' . . * 

6. Almost 40 'pe'rceni of the approximately 2600 stjdents who indicated on the 

duration- question that they still were uncertain regarding their college plans 
did in fact-'skip the question specifically asking their level of expected 
educational attaiiiinen.. .> 

t 

7. A log-linear analysis of the five 4x2x2 cross-classifications implied by 

the rcWs of Table^ 3 revealed consistently significant three-way interactions. 
2 

The X val,ues for the models which fit all marginals and two-way interactions 
range between 8.508 (for the ETS data on application status) and ' 252 . 75 , (for 
the NLS data on attendance). The saturated model, which adds the three-way 
interaction, would exactly reprodtice the observed cell entries, shrinking these 
X values to zero. With three degrees of freedom, the x thus accounted for by 
the three-way interaction would in each instance be significant at conventional 
• levels. Substantively, these results indicate that the relationship of plans 

to these other outcomes actually increases significantly as we move from more 

i ■ 0 

recent to'more .longstanding intentions. . 



8, In reacting to an earlier version of this paper, a reader remarked that such 
differences across duration categories may reflect simpjy the certai nty _and/or 
intensity with which plans are, held. Hence j "duration" may merely be a dimension 
of plans, akin to thfe intensity-direction distinction* common in attitude 'theory. 
No doubt there is merit In this interpretation, which underscores the conceptual 
inadequacy of most wurk with simple plans responses. At^^e same time, however, 
it does not provide a basis for distinguishing reports from ^nfcitions, or either; 



of these from either free associations or epiphenomena. We 'will return to the 
need for a more cogent conceptual accounting of planjning and enactment in the 
discussion. ' . . p 

9 A great deal of uddi^tional analyses along these lines have -been conducted but 

are not reported owing to space limitati'ons. For both data sets, regression^ in 

which application and acceptance statuses are the dependent variables h^e been \ 

:!xamined, as have runs in'which educationdl\pl ans i tsel f is the criterion. The 

general patterns and implications obtained here for college attainment a-fe ob- ' 

served across all of these analyses, with plans being both more important and 

- i , • 

more determined the more longstanding they are. 

Since the NLS and- ETS operational izotions of duration are so dissimilar, it is 
unlikely that any siiiple me.thod artifact accounts for this pattern. Even in the 
ETS data, in fact, we are skeptical that differences across duration categories 
reflect merely differing reliabilities of the various plans measurements, as a 
reader of an earlier version of this paper has suggested. ' Plans of longer dura- 
tion actually are mo.e important, despite their having been obtained initially 
dt earlier grade levels. Since it is rr^^sonable, in general, to assume that the 
reports of younger children will b.^ more error-laden than those of more mature . 
youth, greater attenuation might well be expected the effects of earlier, not 

I 



later, reports. Although we hope in later substantive work with these data to 
give inore formal consideration to issues of indic/ator reliability. and stability, 
in terms of our immediate concerns we doubt that their neglect here is^serious. ' 

10. Woelfel and Haller's claim regarding reliability- and validity of instru- 
mentation presumably is made with refet^ence to their own procedures, which • 
indeed are more refined than most. Nevertheless, the -questions we are'' raising . 
apply to all of the survey resparch on these issues with which Vfe are familiar. 

11. This criticism applies equally to our own substantive work on these topics. 
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Table 1, Percentages Applying to Colleg~l5 and Having Been Accepted by College 
, .at the Time of t1^ NLS and ETS Senior Year Surveys 







, J 
( NLS ^ 


ETS 


1 


• 

• 


Applied 


of 
, J 

" Accepted 


Applied 


% 

Accepted 




For Total 
Sample 


46.8 
(10720) 


' 41.3 
"^(10720) 


41 ,3 ' 
■ (3934)^ 


" 14,0 
(3934) 


) 


For Those 
Planning to 
Go to College 


73,1 
(6642) 


64.5^ 
(6642) 


X. 61.2 
(2591 ) 


/ 20.8 
(2591) 



^The ETS 'total \ of 3934 represents 92 percent of all students who took 
the senior iiijestionnaire. I 
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Table 2. NLS and.ETS Distributions^on the Duration of Educational Plans^ 



NLS 


% 


N 


1 ^ 

ETS" 


% 


N 


Prior to 10th Grade 


42.8% 


6000 


By 7th Grade 


51.2'% 


; 872 


loth or 11th Grade 


19.8 


2776 


By 9th Grade 




i 241 


12th Grade 


18.6 


2610 


By nth Grade 


14.8 


" 252 


Still Undecided 


18.9 


2646 


In 12th Grade 


. "19.8 


i 337 


Sample N , ' 




14032 


Sample N 







Here students are included only if they had valid data on all four educational 
plans measures. Consistency was calculated backwards from. the twelfth grade to 
place the student' in the proper category; see the text for procedures to group 
students in these categories. 

The 22a2 persons included in Table 1 but not here were lost due to lack of data 
on g(wlsprior to the senior year. The N of 1702 reflects 78 percent of all 
studemrs-wrm^took the BEQ in grades 7, 9, and 11 as well as the senior questionnaire 



• Table 3. Relationships of Applicatidn, Acceptalice, and Attendance Statuses to Plans, 
Grouped According to the Duration of Plans, for both NLS and.ETS Respondents 





P^ans b^ Plans b^ i Plans b^' 
Durat1t)n of Plans . 7th Grade 9th Grade i 11th Grade 


. Plans' b^ 
12th Grade 


' ■■ ■ - ■■■ 1 1 

Tvnp nf Plan - College Oriented ^ College Oriented i College Oriented 
lype UT M-an . yES ' NO ; YES NO i YES . NO . 

i ^ 




Col lege Oriented 
YES ,N0 ' 


% Apply to, College . .76.7% 0.0% : 63.5% 2.3% ' -51.4% 0.7% 

N (807) (65) (197) (44) i (107) (145) 

% Accepted by 32.2% D.0% ' 25:'9% 2.3% : 22.4%'-' 0.7% 
College . N (807) .(65) ' . (197) (44) \ (107) (145) 


53.8% 6»8% 
(117) (220) . 

14.5% 3.2% 
(117) (^20) 



Duration of Plans 



Type of Plan v: 
% Apply to Collegi; 

% Accepted by 
College 

% Attended 
Coll ege t 



N 



N- 



PriQi" to • 
» 10th Grade 



In 10th or 
11th Grade 



In 12th 
Grade 



^ stn.1 

Undecided 



.' College Oriented 


College Oriented 


i — • — — • — ■ ' 

Collage Oriented 


Col lege Oriented' 


YES 


NO 


YES 


NO 


YES , NO 


. YES 


NO 

< 


82.8% 


6.3% . 


72.8'%,, 


4.8% 


53.2% 3,8% 


18.2% 


1.7% 


(4204) 


(814) ■ 


(1145) 


(967) 


(853) (1034) - 


,(4-28) 


0193) _ ' „ 


75.0% 


» 

5.3% , 


62 '.3% 


4.0^: 


. 42.3% 3.1% 


11.2% 


1.1% . 


(4204) 


(814) 


(1145) 


(967) 


' (853) (1034) 


(428) 


(1193) 


89.3% 


11.9% 


78.4% 


11.7% . 


60.9% 14.4% 


, 44.0% 


12.6% 


___L„Ji200) 




(1140) 


(957) 


• (850) (1017) 


; (425i 


(1171) 
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Tcjle 4. NLS Analysis of th^ Importance of Educational Plans for College Attendanc^, Grouped According 
to the Duration of Plans^ 

Educational Acquis Path Motti F&th ^ Ed With ^ No ' 

Outcome Index Occ Ed Ed Race. Sex Apt Curri.e "Plans ^Plans' Ply^ 

Total Sample . ' ,'-[ 

(N=9659) ' /^ „ • \ 

Attend College , .038* .038* .028 .031* .046* -.005 .098* .157 .522* 

(.011) (.001) (.005) (.004) (.085)- (-.005) (.002) (.156) (.536) .510 :329 



Plans Prior 
^to 10th Grade 
(N=4651) 



Attend College ' .035* .037* .010 .027 .023* .009 '.071* ' .154* -.550* 

(.009) (.001) (.001) (.003) (.038) (.008) (.001.) ^142) (.627) .503 .30:^ 

' Plans in 10th- . 

nth Grades > • . 

(N=1900) ■ • . • 

Attend College .034 .034 .027 .028 .Co* -.010 .065* .116* .588* i 

(.010) (.001) (.005) (.004) (.124) (-.010) (.001) (.117) (.589)' .495 .235 



Still Unde- 
cided (N= \ K 
1379) ' • 



*Coeff cient greater than or equal to 1.96 times its standard 6rror. 
^J'^taniardized coefficients; metric coefficients in parenthef^es. 



Plans in 12th 

Grade (N=1659) , 

Attend College .033 .025 .067* .021 .045* -.017 .103* .087* .438* 

(.009) (.001) (.010) (.003) (.086) (-.017) (.002) (.088) (.423) .295 . .128 



\ 



Attend College .034 .035 -.003 .061 .066* -.040 .143* .llOV .^62* 

(.008) (.001 ) (-.000) ' (.006) (.084) (-.033) (.002) (.107) (.241 ) .173' MS 

1 ■ \ 
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